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ABSTRACT 

A study determined the extent to which older workers are 
enrolled in federal employment and training programs, what services are 
provided, and how performance measures affect services. Data collections 
methods included surveys of officials in the 50 states and Washington, D.C. 
and Puerto Rico on states’ services through several major federal employment 
and training efforts; surveys of local workforce areas; telephone interviews 
with 10 national Senior Community Service Employment Program grantees; and 
visits to 5 states. Findings indicated about 12 percent of the 1.3 million 
older people who were not working and wanted a job were enrolled in these 
programs between July 2000 and June 2001. The majority of older people 
enrolled received subsidized jobs through the Senior Community Service 
Employment Program. About one-third participated in programs funded by the 
Workforce Investment Act (WIA) and Trade Adjustment Assistance. Most older 
workers enrolled in' these programs received job search assistance, but some 
also received job training. Fewer providers served older workers through 
separate specially tailored programs, but some special services were still 
available to older workers. As a result of WIA’s performance measures, 
employment and training providers were less likely to enroll some older 
workers in services such as training. (Appendixes include scope and 
methodology and some data.) (YLB) 
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Why GAO Did This Study 

( 

Some economists predict that by 
2030, the United States could 
experience a labor shortage of 
35 million workers. As the shortage 
approaches, one option available 
is to encourage people to work 
beyond traditional retirement ages, 
especially because people who are 
age 55 or older will constitute 
nearly a third of the population. 
Accordingly, increasing demands 
will be made on the workforce 
development system to help ensure 
that older workers are provided 
opportunities to help address the 
anticipated labor shortage. 



What GAO Found 

About 12 percent of the 1.3 million older people who were not working and 
wanted a job were enrolled in these programs between July 2000 and June 
2001. Some older workers received services without being enrolled in a 
program but these people were not counted in program statistics. The 
majority of older people enrolled received subsidized jobs through the 
Senior Community Service Employment Program. About one-third 
participated in programs funded by the Workforce Investment Act and Trade 
Adjustment Assistance. Most of the older workers enrolled in these 
programs received job search assistance, such as help in preparing for 
interviews and writing resumes, but some also received job training. 
Research findings have been inconsistent as to whether older workers have 
distinct learning needs, but Workforce Investment Act program providers 
are less likely now than in the past to have separate programs for older 
workers. 



Concerned that the existing 
j workforce development system 
may not meet the needs of older 
workers, the Subcommittee's 
Ranking Minority Member asked 
! GAO to determine the extent that 
older workers are enrolled in 
federal employment and training 
j programs, what services are 
provided, and how performance 
measures affect such services. 



What GAO Recommends 



GAO recommends that the 
; Secretary of Labor assess 
1 Workforce Investment Act 
performance measures and make 
adjustments as necessary to 
eliminate disincentives to enrolling 
older workers in the program. 

Labor generally agreed with our 
recommendation and has formed a 
task force to review older worker 
services and said that as it assesses 
program performance measures, it 
will identify and eliminate factors 
that discourage participation. 

www.gao.gov/cgi-bin/getrpt? GAO-03-350. 

To view the full report, including the scope 
and methodology, dick on the link above. 

For more information, contact Sigurd Niisen at 
(202) 512-7215 or nilsens@gao.gov. 
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The Workforce Investment Act requires program providers to report certain 
information so that Labor can determine how well programs are performing. 
These performance measures include how many participants find jobs and 
how much their earnings have increased. Program providers report that 
some performance measures provide a disincentive to enrolling older 
workers into the program because of employment characteristics that may 
negatively affect program performance. For example, in 6 of 10 the local 
areas we visited, officials said they considered performance measures a 
barrier to enrolling older workers seeking part-time jobs because they would 
have lower earnings and therefore reduce program performance. 
Consequently, some older workers may only receive job search assistance 
and not have access to in-depth services, such as computer^ 
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Accountability * Integrity * Reliability 



United States General Accounting Office 
Washington, DC 20548 



January 24, 2003 

The Honorable Robert E. Andrews 
Ranking Minority Member, Subcommittee 
on Employer-Employee Relations 
Committee on Education and the Workforce 
House of Representatives 

Dear Mr. Andrews: 

Some economists predict that by 2030, the nation could experience a labor 
shortage of 35 million workers. If the potential labor shortage is not 
addressed, the nation’s productivity, growth, and international 
competitiveness could be threatened. As the shortage approaches and 
labor markets begin to tighten, one option available to increase the labor 
supply is to encourage people to stay in the labor force beyond traditional 
retirement ages, especially because people who are age 55 or older will 
constitute nearly a third of the total population — an increase of 46 percent 
over three decades. Evidence suggests that older workers — those people 
aged 55 and older who are either currently employed or seeking 
employment — have a unique relationship with the labor market. Generally, 
although older workers are less likely to lose a job, they are less likely to 
seek reemployment after losing work and may experience a larger loss in 
earnings, as compared to younger workers, when they do re-enter 
employment. 1 With the potential labor shortage and an aging population, 
increasing demands will be made on the workforce development system to 
help ensure that older workers are provided adequate opportunities to 
help address the anticipated labor shortage and meet employer needs for 
labor. 

In 2000, several employment and training programs provided services to 
older workers. These programs included the Senior Community Service 
Employment Program, which primarily provides low-income older 
workers with subsidized employment in public agencies and nonprofit 
organizations; the Workforce Investment Act programs, which provide job 
search assistance and training to adults and individuals who have lost their 



l See U.S. General Accounting Office, Older Workers: Demographic Trends Pose Challenges 
for Employers and Workers , GAO-02-85 (Washington, D.C.: Nov. 16, 2001). 
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jobs because of layoffs or plant closings (dislocated workers); and the 
Trade Adjustment Assistance programs, 2 which provide employment and 
training assistance for those individuals who have lost their jobs due to the 
adverse effects of international trade. 

When the Workforce Investment Act replaced the Job Training Partnership 
Act in 2000, it represented a m^jor change in how employment and 
training services were delivered to older workers. States were no longer 
required to set aside funds to provide services specifically for older 
workers and new performance measures were developed to assess 
program success. The act also created a one-stop system where 
information about and access to a wide array of employment and training 
services became available at a single location. Concerned that existing 
federal employment and training programs may not be oriented towards 
the needs of older workers, you asked us to determine (1) the extent to 
which people aged 55 and older are enrolled in federal employment and 
training programs and what services they receive, (2) how employment 
and training services are provided to older workers, and (3) how 
performance measures may have affected services for older workers. 

To determine what employment and training services are provided to 
people aged 55 years and older (older workers) and how these services are 
provided, we surveyed responsible officials in each of the 50 states and 
Washington, D.C., and Puerto Rico, on states’ services for older workers 
through several of the m^jor federal employment and training efforts: 

(1) the Workforce Investment Act (49 states responded), (2) the Senior 
Community Service Employment Program (50 states responded), and 
(3) the Trade Adjustment Assistance programs (48 states responded). We 
also surveyed all 595 local workforce areas to obtain information on 
services provided to older workers and received 470 responses. In 
addition, we conducted telephone interviews with the 10 national Senior 
Community Service Employment Program grantees and visited 5 states 
(Arizona, California, Florida, Massachusetts, and Pennsylvania) to obtain 
more detailed information on how services are provided to older workers 
and what these services include. We selected these states based on a 
variety of considerations, such as the proportion of their population that 
was 55 or older and whether they used Workforce Investment Act funds 



2 Trade Acljustment Assistance programs include Trade Acljustment Assistance (TAA) and 
North American Free Trade Agreement Transitional Acljustment Assistance (NAFTA-TAA). 
These programs were combined under the Trade Acljustment Assistance Reform Act of 
2002. 
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specifically for older workers. Within each state, we visited two local areas 
and met with local officials to discuss how older workers access services 
and how these services are delivered. We judgmentally selected these local 
areas to provide a mix of urban and rural areas. (App. I contains a more 
detailed discussion of our scope and methodology.) We performed our 
work between January and December 2002 in accordance with generally 
accepted government auditing standards. 



Results in Brief 



About 12 percent of the 1.3 million older people who were not working 
and wanted a job were enrolled in federal employment and training 
programs between July 2000 and June 2001. Although people who enroll in 
in-depth employment and training services are included in program 
statistics, others who receive more limited or informal services are not 
counted, making it difficult to determine the total number of older 
workers receiving employment and training services. Among those 
enrolled in federal employment and training programs, we found that 
approximately 156,000 people were aged 55 and over — the majority of 
whom had subsidized jobs through the Senior Community Service 
Employment Program. Participants in this program usually earn the 
minimum wage and frequently work in education and social service 
agencies in positions such as teacher aides and receptionists. Fewer 
people age 55 and over were enrolled in the Workforce Investment Act and 
Trade Ac^ustment Assistance programs. Of the 49,600 older people 
enrolled in these programs, most received job search assistance, such as 
interviewing and resume writing workshops, while a smaller number 
received training — including training for specific jobs as well as for basic 
work skills. In addition, over 60 percent of those leaving the Workforce 
Investment Act programs obtained unsubsidized jobs. 

Employment and training providers are less likely now than in the past to 
establish separate programs for older workers, but older workers still have 
access to some services designed specifically for them. While research 
findings on whether older workers have distinct learning needs have been 
inconsistent, Workforce Investment Act and Trade Ac^justment Assistance 
providers generally do not serve older workers in separate programs, 
instead choosing to include older workers in the services they provide to 
all workers. For example, 90 percent of local areas responding to our 
survey said their occupational training classes funded through the 
Workforce Investment Act are designed for workers of all ages. When the 
Workforce Investment Act was enacted, eliminating the requirement that 
states reserve funds for older workers, most states did not continue to 
fund programs specifically for older workers. However, 10 states indicated 
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that they used Workforce Investment Act funds during 2000 to support 
special programs for older workers, such as separate computer classes 
tailored to older workers. Although most states have not used Workforce 
Investment Act funds to support separate older worker programs, at the 
local level the one-stop centers give older workers access to the 
Workforce Investment Act and Trade AcUustment Assistance programs, as 
well as to the Senior Community Service Employment Program that is 
specifically for older workers. About four-fifths of local areas responding 
to our survey said the Senior Community Service Employment Program is 
colocated in their one-stop centers, increasing the likelihood that some 
targeted services are available to older workers. 

Employment and training providers report that Workforce Investment Act 
performance measures have limited older workers’ access to more 
intensive services and training because older workers have employment 
characteristics that may adversely affect program measures, particularly 
those related to changes in earnings. The Department of Labor holds states 
and local areas accountable for performance using several measures and 
state and local areas may receive financial incentives if they meet or 
exceed set performance levels but may be penalized if they fail to meet 
these levels. Data from the Current Population Survey suggest that older 
workers have unique employment characteristics, such as being more 
likely than younger workers to work part time and to take larger pay cuts 
when re-entering the labor market. All older workers can receive 
Workforce Investment Act program basic job search assistance but their 
unique employment characteristics may discourage program 
administrators from enrolling older workers into more in-depth services, 
such as training. For example, officials in 6 of the 10 local workforce areas 
that we visited consider performance measures a barrier to enrolling older 
workers because of their high prior wages and/or their desire to work part 
time. 

We are recommending that the Secretary of Labor assess Workforce 
Investment Act performance measures and make adjustments as 
necessary to eliminate the disincentive to enrolling older workers in 
programs funded by the Workforce Investment Act. In its comments, 

Labor generally agreed with our recommendation and said that it has 
formed a task force to review services to older workers and to identify 
policies to help meet the needs of this group. Labor also noted that as it 
assesses program performance measures it will identify and eliminate 
factors that discourage participation of any group. 
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Background 



In 2000, approximately 59 million people aged 55 and over resided in the 
United States. The proportion of people aged 55 and over living in each 
state ranged from about 13 percent in Alaska to about 27 percent living in 
Florida (see fig.l). 
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Figure 1 : Proportion of People Aged 55 and Over Living in Each State in 2000 
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Source: 2000 Decennial Census. 
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In program year 2000, 3 older workers received employment and training 
services from various federal employment and training programs, 
including the Senior Community Service Employment Program (SCSEP), 



3 A program year starts on July 1 of the calendar year. Program year 2000 ran from July 1, 
2000, to June 30, 2001. 
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the Workforce Investment Act (WIA), and Trade Ac^justment Assistance 
(TAA) programs. These programs have various eligibility requirements and 
offer employment and training services through different mechanisms. 

Title V of the Older Americans Act of 1965 authorizes SCSEP to promote 
part-time community service activities specifically for low-income older 
individuals and to foster economic self-sufficiency through unsubsidized 
employment. SCSEP, funded at $440.2 million in program year 2001, is 
limited to people 55 years and older with incomes at or below 125 percent 
of the federal poverty level. 4 For program year 2000, Labor allotted 
78 percent of the funds to 10 national grantees, including the AARP 
Foundation, Experience Works (formerly Green Thumb), and the National 
Council on the Aging, Inc. (See appendix II for a complete list of national 
grantees and funds expended in program year 2000.) The remaining 
22 percent was allotted to each of the 50 states, District of Columbia, 
Puerto Rico, and the other territories. At least 75 percent of SCSEP funds 
must be used to subsidize participants’ wages — typically for minimum 
wage jobs in nonprofit and public sector agencies. The remaining funds 
may be used for such activities as assessments, counseling, training, and 
job placement assistance. Section 502(e) of title V authorizes limited funds 
to be used for projects placing older workers in unsubsidized employment 
in the private sector. (See appendix III for more details on how these 
funds were used in program year 2000.) These projects are intended to 
emphasize training for jobs that reflect required technological skills. 

TAA programs assist U.S. workers who lose their jobs because of 
increased imports from, or shifts in production to, foreign countries. These 
programs provide benefits such as trade re-ac^ustment allowances 
(extended income support beyond normal unemployment insurance 
benefits), services such as job training, and funds for job search and 
relocation. Groups of workers or their representatives can petition the 
Department of Labor for certification of eligibility to apply for services or 
benefits under TAA programs. In fiscal year 2001, TAA programs received 
about $407 million to provide income support and training benefits. 

WIA specifies one funding source for each of the act’s main client 
groups — adults, dislocated workers, and youths — and creates a system 
whereby clients can obtain information about and access to a wide array 



4 In 2000, this would equate to $21,315 for a family of four in all states except Alaska and 
Hawaii. 
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of job training, education, and employment services at a single location, 
called a one-stop center. WIA specifies 17 partner programs that are to 
provide services through the one-stop center, including SCSEP and TAA. 
This partnership can take different forms, including physical colocation at 
the one-stop center or providing electronic linkages to the partners’ 
programs. WIA requires that the adult and dislocated worker programs, 
funded at about $2.5 billion in program year 2001, provide three levels of 
service: (1) core job search assistance, including the provision of labor 
market information, and a preliminary assessment of skills and needs; 

(2) intensive job search assistance, including comprehensive assessments, 
creation of an individual employment plan, case management, and short- 
term prevocational services; 6 and (3) training, including skill upgrading, 
literacy classes, and occupational training. Core services are available to 
all job seekers, but WIA enrollment is required for intensive services and 
training. Under the adult program, all persons aged 18 or older are eligible 
to receive core services. In areas where funds are limited, priority for 
intensive services and training must be given to recipients of public 
assistance and other low-income individuals. The dislocated worker 
program is generally for those individuals who have been laid off and are 
unlikely to return to their previous employment. To be eligible for the 
youth program, persons must be aged 14 — 21; have low income; and meet 
at least one of six barriers to employment, such as being a school dropout, 
homeless, or an offender. 

When WIA replaced the Job Training Partnership Act (JTPA) in July 
2000, it replaced the requirement that each state reserve five percent of its 
adult allotment specifically for older worker services with the provision 
that states can set aside up to 15 percent of their adult, youth, and 
dislocated worker allotments to support statewide workforce activities. 
WIA also contains a requirement that each state and local area receiving 
WIA funds must achieve certain levels of performance on several 
measures. The Department of Labor evaluates performance on these 
measures to determine fiscal incentives and sanctions. Some measures are 
common to both the adult and dislocated worker programs, such as job 
placement and retention, but earnings are measured differently for the two 
programs. For the adult program, the measure compares participants’ 
earnings before entering the program to their earnings after completing 



6 Short-term prevocational services prepare individuals for employment or training and 
include development of learning skills, communication skills, interviewing skills, 
punctuality, personal maintenance, and professional conduct. 



ERIC 




Page 8 



GAO-03-350 Older Workers 



